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The Canadian women’s movement in the 1970s made concerted attempts to change the public school system, and 
it had considerable success, although it remained frustrated with slow progress and marginal to structures of power 
in schools. Equality between the sexes became a legitimate policy issue, debated in schools, school boards, 
ministries and teachers’ federations. Textbooks were rewritten and screened for their portrayal of women. Women’s 
history and novels by feminists, even the occasional women’s studies course, were added to the curriculum. Girls 
learned to play soccer and female teachers were able to wear pants to school. Women dramatically increased their 
representation in positions of educational leadership. Sexual harassment was named as a problem. These changes 
were hard fought, and represent one of the most far reaching and enduring educational changes of the century. 
The literature on social movements contains a variety of approaches to understanding how such informal, 
international networks interact with and change formal institutions like education. Resource mobilization theories 
focus on how social movements engage in strategies to get resources from formal institutions.(Canel, 1992; 
McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996) “New” social movement theorists focus on how movements introduce new 
meanings and practices to mainstream institutions, enhancing their legitimacy and ensuring their flexibility.(Canel, 
1992; McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996) Some argue this involvement in mainstream institutions depoliticizes 
social movements and blunts their critical edge.(Canel, 1992; McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996) while others see 
it increasing their effectiveness.  
The feminist literature contains similar perspectives on the involvement of the women’s movement with 
mainstream institutions, including education (Canel, 1992; McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996). Some point to the 
ways in which the women’s movement changed state institutions (Canel, 1992; McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996); 
others point out how involvement with the state limits its contribution to a radical rethinking of society. [Yeatman, 
1990 #488; Franzway, 189 #512] Feree and Martin (1995) argue that formal institutional structures help the 
movement “question authority, produce new elites, call into question dominant societal values, claim resources and 
provide space for feminists to live out altered visions of their lives. (p.6) However, an emphasis on how the 
women’s movement mobilized resources downplays the radical social goals it articulates. Useful analysis must 
explore the ongoing tensions between institutions and movements, and do it in a well contextualized and 
comparative way (see also Bystydzienski & Sekon, 1999) 
In this paper, I will use Melucci’s (1989; 1996) framework on social movements to frame my analysis of the 
relations between the women’s movement and education in one Canadian province. Melucci sees social movements 
as central to a lively civil society, a diversity of cultural expression and a democratic political system, and always in 
tension with mainstream institutions. His framework also highlights two key points about the process of change. 
First, he points out that social movements are never a unitary phenomenon. The diversity and fragility of relations 
within the women’s movement, the constant political conflicts and the different sites of action involved in change 
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therefore become central to the analysis. The creation of a social movement requires the construction of a collective 
identity that is sustained through time by a group of people who are involved in different kinds of action in different 
fields of activity. Analysts must always ask about “the processes through which a collective becomes a collective” 
(p.70), instead of assuming it.  
Secondly, Melucci points out that social movements are “deeply reticent about politics,” concerned as much with 
challenging and democratizing the codes of everyday life as with changing the state and formal institutions. What 
they possess is not the force of the apparatus but the power of the word. (Melucci, 1996:1) Although their challenge 
to symbolic systems involves them in rebelling against, using, and avoiding established forms of political power, the 
impact of a movement is demonstrated in its ability to maintain and make public an alternative set of meanings and 
practices, not in its immediate impact on formal political structures. This captures the radical rethinking and 
personal transformations that set the “new,” second wave women’s movement in the early 1970’s apart from the 
more mainstream women’s politics of the past. (Rosen, 2000:87) It highlights the movement’s role in naming new 
issues and its preoccupation with process. 
This paper proceeds by exploring the creation of a seemingly unified women’s movement in the field of 
education in British Columbia in the early 1970s. It then looks at how this movement opened up new debates and 
feminist spaces that challenged the teachers’ federation and the state. Finally, it looks at the collapse of the spaces 
that had been created and argues that the movement’s continuing articulation of issues and ambivalent relationship 
to formal institutions is essential for a democratic educational system.  
Methodology 
In order to explore the personal, cultural and political meaning of the women’s movement, and the strategies it 
adopted, interviews were carried out with some of the key players in the British Columbia women’s movement in 
the 1970s. The women interviewed worked with the Ministry of Education, the British Columbia Teachers’ 
Federation, the New Democratic Party and various women’s movement committees that had education on their 
agenda. The women were selected through “snow-ball sampling,” a procedure whereby each woman suggested 
others who were active and would be knowledgeable. Sixteen interviews were carried out with the help of two 
graduate students. Interviewing ended when the researchers ran out of time and resources, although there were many 
more interesting interviews to be done.  
Each woman was asked to tell the story of how she came to be involved in the women’s movement and what 
happened as she pressed for change in education. In several cases, the interviewees were already known to me, as I 
had been active in some of these struggles, and this experience added to the comfort of the conversations. The 
interview emphasized questions about the meaning of the women’s movement, the relationships it fostered, the 
resistance encountered, and the resources available. Each interview followed its own pattern, and took from one to 
two hours.  
Each interview was transcribed, the text was sent to the interviewee for editing and approval, and it was corrected 
on the basis of her comments. Interviewees were promised their names would not be used, and reasonable efforts 
would be made to conceal their identities. Although several women were not concerned about anonymity, no names 
have been used in this article in order to treat all interviewees similarly. Some will, however, be identifiable to the 
knowledgeable reader, and other texts about the same events have used real names. In some cases, historical details 
and names have been left out in order to conceal identities, while illustrating general processes. All the women 
quoted here have received a copy of this paper, and had an opportunity to correct my facts and challenge my 
interpretations. 
The researchers also examined documents and newsletters available in the archives at the Teachers’ Federation, 
the Status of Women office, the provincial government, and, in some cases, held by individuals, in order to find the 
names of key players and contextualize the interviews. Fieldnotes were made at the archives, and weekly meetings 
were held to discuss progress and make decisions about further research. 
The British Columbia women’s movement: the fragile and heterogeneous social construction of a collective 
identity 
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“Social movements are not entities that move with the unity of goals attributed to them by ideologues. 
Movements are systems of action, complex networks among the different levels and meanings of social action. 
Collective identity is not a datum or an essence, it is the outcome of exchanges, negotiations, decisions, and conflicts 
among actors.”(Melucci, 1996: 4) 
Social movements are not “united by a common belief (ideology).” (Kuechler & Dalton, 1990:278) They contain 
different views, and are always being recreated and restructured. In order to have an existence as a political force, 
actors inside the movement must feel a bond with each other, and those outside must describe them as sharing a set 
of concerns. This shared identity depends on relationships, resources and symbols, but not on a formal 
organizational structure or particular political actors. It is tentative, and exists more strongly and publicly at some 
times than at others.  
The “women’s movement”ii in North America in the late 60’s and early 1970s included groups of women with 
different politics, different class and racial backgrounds, different sexualities, working in different kinds of political 
space. (Baxandal, 2001) But the literature of the movement named “women” as a group oppressed in both public 
and private space. Public issues like equal pay and equal political representation were linked with personal issues 
like sexuality, housework, dress, language, media representations and child-rearing. And a radical political analysis 
which valued consensus and equality over hierarchy and efficiency was widely circulated and endorsed. The 
movement was inventing new ways of living and new forms of decision-making, while it also pushed for equal 
representation and pay. (Brownmiller, 1999; Rowbotham, 2000; Taylor & Whittier, 1995)  
In 1967, the Canadian government responded to demands from women by appointing a Royal Commission on the 
Status of Women, headed by journalist Florence Bird (named Mrs. John Bird in the terms of reference). Its 1970 
report reflected mainstream liberal feminism, not the politics of women’s movement. The Royal Commission 
highlighted education, arguing it was key to women’s chances for equality. It produced research on the images of 
women in textbooks, on enrolment patterns, and on women’s representation in teaching and administrative jobs in 
Canada. Its 32 recommendations included the elimination of stereotypes in textbooks and career counseling, as well 
as greater participation of women in administration, math, science and technology.  
“The commission did not benefit from discussions generated within the women’s movement because we did not 
know what was going on, except through rare public demonstrations (which) were often quite radical and difficult to 
understand from outside the movement.” (Begin, 1993) However, this report became a rallying point for the 
women’s movement in Canada, because it articulated some of the issues in a way that had official sanction, and 
because it aroused so much public opposition. A newspaper editorial, one woman recalls, “said That kind of thing is 
alright over the back fence, but it’s an embarrassment when it’s public. I can remember how angry I felt when I read 
that editorial because it was so demeaning.” Making public what had been considered private was central to the 
agenda of the movement.  
The women interviewed for this research identified with the movement for a variety of reasons, but they all felt 
marginalized as women. A middle class mom with small children found the movement “opened up my eyes to all of 
these issues which niggled in the back of my mind in the years previous, but had never really come together.” A 
teacher whose husband would not clean the toilet joined a discussion group to explore the issues. Another teacher 
was infuriated by not being allowed to wear pants to school, though she could wear a miniskirt so short “you had to 
pull down the back of your skirt when you reached for the blackboard.” A graduate student heard a lecture by Kate 
Millett. A woman active in left politics found, “It was an epiphany. It was so incredibly enlightening, I thought I had 
found a new religion.” 
Most of these women had some connection to and irritation with left politics, which was preoccupied with class, 
at the expense of women’s issues. The personal became political in politics, as well as in the family. As one put it: 
 
The (men on the left) were so nasty to each other. They were completely incapable of doing anything but honk at each other 
from a great height. 
 
International ideas circulated through discussion groups, publications, personal relationships, public demonstrations, 
and lectures. “We brought in Kate Millet, she stayed at Jane Rule’s house. We brought in Germaine Greer. We 
brought in Gloria Steinem, we brought in Susan Brownmiller. later on those names were such big names, but then...”  
Women activists connected with each other locally by responding to the Royal Commission and pressing for 
resources from the state. A group at the University Women’s Club in Vancouver “got all kinds of funding to bring in 
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women from all over the province [to press for adopting the recommendations of the report]—they had about 300 
women representing every women’s group you could imagine. There were some radical women’s liberation groups 
in Vancouver at that time.” Aboriginal women, antipoverty groups, black women and Asian women were involved, 
though middle class white women dominated. Everyone was “absolutely inspired” by the conference, and “we had a 
windup session at the end where everybody voted unanimously to set up a new organization called Status of Women 
Council, or something along those lines.” The conference organizers subsequently got a “Local Initiatives Project” 
(LIP) grant from the federal government to carry the work forward and set up what became the Status of Women 
office in Vancouver.  
The impulse, then was to create formal institutions, and the Status of Women was formed with support from the 
YWCA, the Council of Women, the federal government and the Unitarian Church.  
 
The Vancouver Status of Women seemed to be less radical. They were a cut above us. We were more kind of studenty, more 
radical, more socialistic, more communal, more into ‘we need to change society completely’.  
 
There were major differences among women who met at the Status of Women office, and most women belonged 
to several groups. Women associated with the Liberal party had serious differences with those associated with the 
New Democratic Party. Views on “the lavender menace” divided a coalition around women’s studies. Trotskyist 
politics produced schisms and splits that appalled women who “thought that it was dreadful that people would be 
expelled from a group.”  
However, the resources of the Status of Women office brought women together, through conferences, a 
newsletter and a committee structure which included an education committee. Melucci points out that each field of 
activity has its own key institutions and actors, and a particular agenda, all of which shape how unified a movement 
becomes. Education in British Columbia in the early 1970s was a field full of political conflicts between right and 
left and it was a field where women were well represented, though not in leadership positions. Many women in the 
movement were educators of various kinds. They came to share a set of demands about education which were 
shaped by their own experience, international movement texts and the Royal Commission Report.  
The Vancouver Status of Women’s education committee drew together parents and teachers active in women’s 
issues. It supported research, visits to classrooms and a speakers bureau, all loosely aimed at the elimination of 
stereotypes and greater opportunities for women. “As soon as we explained to somebody where the problem lay, 
(we assumed) they would, of course, go, “Oh, wow, right!” After a few hostile experiences, women speakers went in 
pairs, rather than alone, in order to provide support to each other in the face of the hostile response they actually 
received.  
A group called Women in Teaching (WIT) had several influential members involved at the Status of Women. 
WIT grew from the staff room discussions of a few teachers who met in their homes to discuss issues from getting a 
bank loan to changing your name on marriage or divorce, but it had a particular focus on education. The women 
carried out a study on the bias in the textbooks they were using, and they documented the stereotypical attitudes of 
students in their classes. They circulated a reading list embodying more radical ideas, recommending Simone de 
Beauvoir, Kate Millett, Germaine Greer and Betty Friedan.  
WIT was able to have a dramatic impact on the BCTF, getting institutional support and circulating a radical 
discourse about grassroots educational change, because of the political sophistication of its members, and a political 
context that was relatively supportive. In the 1970s, the teaching force was young, expanding, and unhappy with the 
provincial Social Credit government. A one day teachers’ strike in 1969 solidified a left group who saw teachers as 
part of a movement for social change in Canada. This group supported creating a task force on the status of women. 
 
The Royal Commission Report created an enormous stir. The BC Teacher’s Federation has always looked upon itself as 
being progressive, in the vanguard. So, of course, (they) had to have their own little commission looking at this area.  
 
The first task force emphasized getting more women into administrative positions, a position at odds with the 
non-hierarchical views of those in the movement and on the left of the federation. The unhappy WIT member on this 
task force produced a quickly written minority report that led the executive to strike a second committee made up 
entirely of members of WIT. This second task force saw itself as part of the women’s movement. 
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The task force was a combination of consciousness-raising group and a task-oriented group. We would start every meeting 
basically debriefing about our private lives and what we were going through with our respective husbands, and how unhappy we 
were, and how little was changing, and on and on.... We would beat up for about an hour or something and then we took the 
Royal Commission Report and we started work.  
 
The committee’s relationship with the BCTF leadership and staff started as a mutually supportive one. The 
executive helped with strategy and provided resources. 
 
Our staff person was this very kindly kind of older man. We thought he was quite old, but he was probably 48 at the time. 
But we were all 23 or 24...The first time he came in, he had Danish pastries and coffee and just said, “Well, I don’t know how to 
support you but if you need anything—like more coffee or something—just let me know.”  
 
The task force report (Goulden, Neuberger, Shuto, & Glass, 1973) outspokenly criticized “gross inadequacies” 
and “discrimination” on the part of the department of education, the teachers federation, the school boards and 
individual teachers. Quoting the Royal Commission, it called for concerted “awareness-raising” as well as changes 
in educational structures and policies, all to be coordinated through an institutionalized program at the teachers 
federation. 
 
We were quite clear that forming a women’s program or secretariat was what we wanted, and we wanted a full time staff 
person. That was our first priority.  
 
When the report was presented to the annual general meeting, the reaction was hostile and personal.  
 
People were getting up and making awful jokes, and awful sexist remarks, I’d never seen anything like this in a meeting. It 
was actually quite scary...  
 
But a calculated floor strategy and willingness to jettison the recommendation about preferring women for 
administrative positions won the day. The teachers’ federation hired a status of women coordinator on a two-year, 
rotating basis and she set about “raising consciousness” throughout the province. The incumbent had a budget and a 
great deal of autonomy to shape her work in light of movement ideas.  
 
I felt very optimistic and very encouraged by the work we were doing and the number of people, and the women who were 
involved, and the commitment and the dedication, and a really growing sense of solidarity. It was exciting; it was wonderful. 
 
She traveled, finding sympathetic teachers, spreading movement ideas and providing personal and professional 
support for women who were involved. She remembers, “I started pouring over research and documentation and 
things I could bring to people.” She assembled an advisory committee composed of one woman in each school 
district in the province. “We had all kinds of social activities when women came to Vancouver.” “We shared 
experiences... We built in all kinds of emotional support.” A yearly conference and a newsletter were the public face 
of relationships that deeply affected the women involved.  
By 1975, International Women’s Year, the coordinator reported on an institutionalized program that connected 
many groups pushing for educational change,  
 
We had money from the Secretary of State to initiate a couple of community programs. We had students hired to develop 
curriculum for working with high schools. We had our contacts conference; we visited all of these locals. We met with the 
Minister, the Vancouver Status of Women, the Federation of Labour, the Human Rights officers, parents groups in a number of 
places, Status of Women resource centres, Vancouver Resource Board. (The university) was initiating conferences at that time; 
we were part of all of that. And then, because we were bringing forward recommendations that dealt with physical education, we 
had a number of meetings with the Sports Association, department heads, the teacher representatives, athletic reps. And then we 
were at conferences with the Federation of Women, Federation of Labour, Manitoba Teachers, Canadian Teachers Federation. 
We were developing curriculum with Canada Studies Foundation. I mean, the work was just incredible.  
 
Local associations developed their own networks and activities, like a brief to the Vancouver school board.  
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That was really exciting work. It generated a lot of energy and activity within our own local association. We had a very 
strong committee, and it was front page news in the papers. We were on “Good Morning” CBC Radio. I mean, it was really 
exciting stuff. 
 
Although there is much discussion of “the women’s movement,” it is not an easy thing to pin down. Who 
belongs? How do we know? Membership in the women’s movement depended on the self identification of women. 
Networks, friendships and alliances were built on who would discuss sexuality, who would wear pants and refuse 
lipstick. The personal was key to the political, in task forces and newsletters and political alliances. Conflicts were 
always present, but the notion of belonging to a movement maintained alliances that went beyond and could 
supercede institutional connections. Education was a field where the most liberal demands for equal treatment, 
supported by many who did not identify with the movement, had radical meanings for women who did identify with 
the movement. Since it was also a field with a lot of women who as teachers and parents identified with the 
movement, it was a fertile field for change. In the early 1970’s, resources from the federal government and the 
teachers’ federation helped energize and give a public face to the women’s movement in education. The equal 
opportunity agenda of the Royal Commission provided considerable legitimacy and focus for demands about 
educational change for women’s equality, generating institutional resources that allowed the spread of the 
movement’s more radical ideas. The result was an exhilarating, now mythologized, time, which brought new ideas 
and resources to teachers and to educational policy.  
Making space in political parties and the state 
“When forms of political’ decision-making find their entrance into the bureaucracy itself, spaces for conflict and 
negotiation open up within it. One should, however, not forget that the state apparatus is a complex organization, 
which acts according to the functional logic of technical requirements common to such organizations.” (Melucci, 
1996: 248) 
The women’s movement had a much harder time getting support from the provincial government than from the 
federal government or the teachers, for it was in the provincial government that real power over education al policy 
and resources lay. Space was opened up by the election of a social democratic (NDP) government in 1972, but it 
was always conflicted and tenuous, as Melucci points out the state apparatus will be. It was in the Ministry of 
Education that movement desires to create new codes of meanings and forms of organization came into clearest 
conflict with institutional concerns about legitimacy and preserving the status quo, that the logic of the movement 
was in clearest tension with the logic of the state apparatus. 
The women’s movement had a strong presence in New Democratic Party (NDP), the social democratic political 
party that formed the official opposition in 1970 and 1971.  
 
Because we were all lefties, we felt that the issues of feminism and the issues of socialism were tied together.  
 
The women’s caucus of the party, like the WIT task force, joined personal and political, cultural and institutional, 
issues in its work of naming issues and organizing for change.  
 
˷we felt˹ that in order to be able to put an issue [of a newsletter] together, or to look at an issue, we had to discuss it in the 
light of our own experiences. So for example, if we were to talk about women’s medical issues, naturally we were going to talk 
about our own experiences with birth control, abortion experiences, date rape, and all these things that didn’t even have names at 
the time. Sexual harassment didn’t have a name. Date rape didn’t have a name So there was a lot of strengthening and re-
enforcing of each other.  
 
The caucus argued for equal representation of men and women in the party and equal pay. Equally important, 
however, was their commitment to changing the codes of everyday life. 
 
One of the things that made us very unpopular was that on the constituency level we refused to make the coffee and bring the 
cookies. That got to people more than any policy debate [laugh]. The men were absolutely, utterly offended. When tea and coffee 
break time came, we would all just be sitting there...waiting. And one of the older women would get up and go hustle and bustle 
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in the kitchen. That part was really hard. We would say, “For every man that goes in the kitchen, a woman will come too!” Parity 
was a big, big issue for us on every level! But it was also hard because we alienated the older women, who we did not want to 
alienate, because they didn’t understand. They just thought we were very rude and selfish.  
 
This concern with changing the culture and meaning in daily life separated them from the leadership,  
 
The leadership thought we were nuts.. thought we were completely crazy. For example, [in] his standard convention speech, 
[the leader] would start off by describing what his wife looked like in the morning. It was his big joke. The first time he did it we 
all started hissing. Well, he wasn’t used to being hissed at his own convention, on his own platform [laugh]. 
 
and from the majority of party members.  
 
The [typical] response was, “There was something wrong with us. We were frustrated”, or “I know what she needs. I know 
what she hasn’t had.” We had to deal with that constantly. 
 
The women’s caucus practiced effective institutional politics to garner power and resources.  
 
We developed a very strong floor strategy at the conventions. We would have a number of people designated to speak. We 
would have backups for them, and we would have women to hold their babies, because a lot of us were having babies at that 
time... We got [the party’s] respect because our floor strategy was so great, and they thought we were going to be kingmakers. 
We did get people elected onto the executive. We certainly were very influential in policy development. 
 
As a result, a motion supporting a Women’s Ministry was passed, despite strong opposition from the leadership.  
 
When the party finally passed the resolution in favour of women’s rights Dave Barrett (the leader) went right out into a press 
conference and said it would become a reality over his dead body, which was an unfortunate phrase to use because this was like a 
sign! Where’s the shotgun? Let’s go! [laugh] 
 
When the NDP was elected in 1972, no Women’s Ministry was established. However, a status of women advisor 
was appointed, and the education minister was a woman sympathetic to legislation about equal pay, the 
representation of women in positions of power, and the importance of non-discrimination. She did not, however, 
identify with the cultural politics of the women’s movement, support a Women’s Ministry or become an active 
member of the Status of Women committee. She described her experience as a woman in school board politics: 
 
You just didn’t run into discrimination. We were expected to pour tea, though. I can’t recall the men ever being asked to go 
out and pour tea. [laugh] I must say, I accepted that in those years. 
 
Pressured by the teachers’ federation and her own women’s caucus, she appointed a Special Advisor and a 
Provincial Advisory Committee on Sex Discrimination in Education. Two teachers who had been active in the 
women’s movement were appointed to the advisor position over the three year term of the government. They 
brought the views of the women’s movement into the Ministry, and kept the tension between movement ideas and 
practices and institutional ideas and practices alive. They would not become career bureaucrats: 
 
In those days we were very clear that we did not believe in becoming [an] institutionalized staff person. We would decide 
who our candidate would be and that person would work for two years and then somebody else would do it, because we wanted 
to share those experiences so people would get leadership training.  
 
Both advisors appointed activists to their advisory committee. The bureaucracy was wary.  
 
There were a lot of men who were in positions of power who would say they were supportive but I don’t think they really 
understood what we were up to. And when we started getting really pushy, then you found these very same people were not 
supportive, or they would be a little bit scared about where this was going and would caution you to take it slowly and be careful 
what you say we got a lot more mileage by being very brash and embarrassing at times. Just putting people on the spot.  
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The advisor and her committee developed guidelines for screening school materials for sexism, spread women’s 
movement ideas, and developed a women’s studies course.  
 
I went around and did workshops all over the province. I had a very free budget for travel and accommodations anywhere I 
went. Anybody who asked for a workshop, I went. The superintendents of the 72 school districts were all men They had me 
parachuted into one of their meetings and I was the only woman there and it was just absolutely, very, very scary. (advisor) 
 
The new women’s studies course included sections on rethinking the family, the law and sex roles. The minister 
remembers: 
 
As I read some of it I couldn’t help thinking, what would be the reaction to it? Because I had seen these protests, [these] 
fundamentalist groups; when I tried to bring in family life and sex education in the 1970s, I was haunted. Everywhere I went 
there was a small protest group that would be screaming at me. And they’re the ones who can completely ruin whatever you’re 
trying to do. So you have to sometimes compromise. 
 
This logic of state institutions also constrained consultants hired to bring movement ideas to local school districts. 
One interviewee who worked with a rural school district for six months, developing curriculum, speaking about 
feminism, surveying students and organizing a conference said:  
 
I realized that I never wanted to be hired by any government again. It was just too constricting because there were things you 
couldn’t say or shouldn’t say or weren’t supposed to say. It was like having tape over your mouth all the time... my other political 
work in the women’s movement [was in] such a culture of free speech. [In the government job] I found myself sitting in front of 
the typewriter, trying to formulate sentences in what I hoped was going to be a tactful yet a euphemistic [style of writing]...and 
really thinking, “gee I hate doing this. Why don’t we just say this didn’t work, it was a dumb idea?” [laugh] But you can’t do 
that, and I didn’t like it. 
 
An election ended many of these dilemmas in 1975, when the Social Credit government was returned to power 
and space for women’s issues in state structures was shut down. The new minister of education, recalled one woman 
“did not need a special advisor on sex discrimination in education, because there was none, as he said.”  
The women’s movement opened up spaces for negotiation and conflict about education within the NDP party and 
the government. But these spaces were always contested and insecure. The logic of the state was in conflict with the 
logic of the movement, the one needing public approval and depending on bureaucracy, the other trying to subvert 
existing beliefs, and bring in new, egalitarian practices. Despite the tensions, curriculum was officially altered, 
guidelines for non-sexist texts were introduced, and attitudes began to change as the ideas of the movement were 
spread throughout the system.  
Contested space within the teachers federation 
“Collective action, by the sheer fact of its existence, represents in its very form and models of organization a 
message broadcast to the rest of society. Instrumental objectives are still pursued, but they become more precise and 
particular in their scope and replaceable. Action does still have effects on institutions, by modernizing their culture 
and organization, and by selecting new elites for them. At the same time, however, it raises issues that are not 
addressed by the framework of instrumental rationality.” (Mellucci, 1996:9) 
Over time, the relations between the BCTF and the women’s movement, like the relations between the 
government and the women’s movement, expressed the tensions between what Melucci calls “instrumental 
rationality” and a social movement. The Status of Women committee in the BCTF embodied movement principles 
in its form and its messages. It created new elites for the federation, got rid of sexist policies, and changed 
structures. But the committee depended upon institutional support and struggled for institutional power. When the 
executive of the teachers’ federation became wary of the committee, and restricted its action, the women’s 
movement could not be reduced to the institutional politics of the teachers’ federation. Women’s movement activists 
in the Status of Women committee believed they needed institutional power in order to be able to spread their ideas. 
The committee endorsed candidates and brought forward motions for the annual meeting.  
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We did public speaking workshops so that women got confidence. The expectation was that, if at all possible, you were to 
run for political positions, whether it be on your staff committees at school or the local executive committee or staff 
representative or, ideally, right to the Federation’s highest levels.  
 
A women’s caucus was established. “We didn’t ask permission, we just did it.” 
 
We were really bold and quite undemocratic at times, really seriously undemocratic as far as [the BCTF] went. But when it 
came to decision-making amongst the women it was very democratic—everybody had a say and things were voted on. 
 
Very quickly the number of women delegates increased. Conflicts arose as men on executive felt threatened.  
 
A number of the men on the left were initially very supportive and encouraging and helped us with tactics and ideas of how 
to strategize, but that shifted as we became very powerful within the organization. We never had the support of the right, but we 
gradually lost support of the left. 
 
The executive gradually reined in the Status of Women committee and broke its direct links with the women’s 
movement. The story has been told before (Foley, 1995, 2000; Goldberg, 1995), and our interviewees told it again. 
Abortion was a critical issue. While abortion rights were central to the women’s movement, some of those running 
for office on a left wing slate were concerned that being associated with such a “divisive” issue would undermine 
their chances for election. They didn’t want a pro-choice resolution on the floor of the annual meeting, where they 
would have to vote. However, the committee would not compromise, the resolution went ahead, and women ensured 
that it passed. 
 
I think the big moment was the abortion debate at the AGM. I think that was when people started saying they’ve gone too far. 
 
A second divisive moment arrived in relation to a motion to withdraw funding from any physical education 
program that did not represent males and females equally, i.e., most physical education programs in the province. 
Again, the left was afraid this was too controversial, and this time, the resolution was pulled from the agenda, in 
order to help elect a feminist to the executive. The action split the women’s caucus, because of both the process and 
the substance involved. “It was just sickening” to those who identified primarily with the movement. The status of 
women coordinator resigned in protest. 
 
Something awful happened to the task force at that point. It was like we weren’t one anymore. 
I felt a couple of women had been coopted into winning at any cost, and the process didn’t matter. 
 
The executive started to appoint people who did not identify with the women’s movement to the Status of 
Women committee. They started checking over its newsletter, querying its political activities and cutting its budget. 
 
They knew how to undermine us and they just systematically, step by step, did it—cut the funding, cut the staffing, appoint 
people that aren’t feminists.  
 
In the BCTF, the agenda of gaining institutional power came into conflict with the codes of the women’s 
movement. Some women activists gave in to institutional logic to maintain their position in the federation. But those 
who identified primarily with the women’s movement continued to believe that living and arguing for their ideals 
was the most important thing, “For us there was something higher—it was like a calling. You know what I mean? It 
felt like that.” The BCTF was ultimately unwilling to sponsor a group that was not, in Melucci’s terms, 
“instrumentally rational,” that valued its codes, its message, its way of life over institutional politics.  
Implications for democratic education 
“Only a society that is able to accommodate the thrust of the movements by providing an unconstrained arena for 
the fundamental issues raised by collective action, as well as democratic channels of representation and decision 
making can ensure that complexity is not ironed out, that differences are not violated. Keeping open the space for 
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difference is a condition for inventing the present for allowing society to openly address its fundamental dilemmas 
and for installing in its present constitution a manageable coexistence of its own tensions.” (Melucci, 1996:10) 
This account illustrates the ways that a social movement can introduce new ideas and practices into educational 
institutions. For a short time in British Columbia in the 1970s, the women’s movement coalesced and garnered 
institutional support for its agenda on education. It created new public spaces where basic dilemmas and problems in 
education, ones which had not been addressed before, were debated. It made the power that had been assumed by 
men visible and negotiable. It raised basic issues about the scope and content of curriculum, the gendered nature of 
interaction in staffrooms, classrooms and playgrounds, and the assumptions of educators about power, decision-
making and the goals of education. This was a moment when the women’s movement mobilized resources from 
educational institutions, found political opportunities in the educational structure, and brought new meanings to 
educational discourse.  
I have argued that Melucci’s approach to social movements is particularly helpful for understanding the 
experience of the women’s movement in the early 1970s, because it points to the problematic construction of a 
social movement, and to the tensions between a movement’s “code” and institutional politics. It also points to the 
role of social movements in creating a lively civil society and a democratic school system. As Melucci stresses, it 
was “the word,” “the code,” the new meanings that the women’s movement brought to educators that had the most 
profound effect in the long run. The movement was more concerned with spreading a new understanding, and 
expressing it in its own practice, than in conforming to politics as usual in order to find resources, bolster its power 
or influence policy decisions. These latter were a means to the end of changing consciousness. When the two came 
into conflict, those most firmly committed to the movement worked towards keeping the conflict open, not resolving 
it through compromise. Social movements, as Melucci puts it, are “permanently in tension with each other and with 
the state institutions that frame, constrict and enable their activities.”  
This makes them feel dangerous for educators. But current theories of democracy emphasize the necessity of 
debate, dissension and difference. Democracy demands difference because it requires that different positions be 
articulated clearly, so that they can be debated and resolved. As Mouffe (2000) argues, a democracy requires the 
creation of collective identities around clearly differentiated positions as well as the possibility to choose between 
real alternatives.’ (117). Unlike a benevolent dictatorship, democracy starts from the premise that the public good 
will not be agreed upon. In what has been called its “agonistic” form, linked to the women’s movement, it affirms 
what Bonnie Honig (1996) calls “the inescapability of conflict and the ineradicability of resistance to the political 
and moral projects of ordering subject, institutions and values.” It is based in lack of certainty about the right 
answer, the good life and the correct form of schooling. It is anti-essentialist, and contributes to “the dissolution of 
the markers of certainty.” (Lefort 1988) “Grand fictions about the primacy of state institutions are thus laid to rest. 
In their place emerge new controversies about the possible types of compromise between state and civilian 
institutions” (Keane, 1998:35) 
Social movements are key to this process of debate and compromise. They give expression to cultural and 
political views that are often underground, and not represented by elites. They work out compromises with formal 
institutions. Social movements ground schooling in the concerns and relationships of civil society and enrich 
educational practice. Creating space for social movements within the educational system ensures that educators 
debate the cultural and social issues they must engage. 
Social movements are organized by a complex mixture of state, economic and cultural practices, changing form 
over time, and in different contexts. They do not disappear when they lose institutional resources and support. 
Submerged networks that question and challenge the dominant gender codes of everyday life continue to lie behind 
public political action in relation to women. The mechanisms for representing social movements in the educational 
system have disappeared or changed dramatically since the early 1970s. In the absence of the tenuous but effective 
linkages that once existed, it is difficult for schooling to engage with active and unruly women, and with other 
challenging and difficult social movements which want cultural change in schools. Cultural conflict over schooling 
is too easily sidelined by professional and bureaucratic discourse. As comfortable as this may be for educators, it 
cuts away at the roots of democratic schooling. 
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ii A note on terminology.  The term “feminist” was not in much use in the 1970s, although it has come to be used today.  The women’s 
movement, women’s liberation or “women’s libbers” was  the language of the time, and it is used in the paper. 
